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INTRODUCTION
A significant part of information literacy instruction
involves teaching students to think critically so that they can
evaluate the large amount of information they will encounter in
the modern digital environment.
While scholars and
practitioners may disagree over the specific definition of critical
thinking, most information literacy experts agree that the ability
to evaluate information in various formats is an indispensable
part of becoming an information literate, life-long learner. Yet,
as research suggests, students continue to struggle with the
ability to critically evaluate sources despite these efforts.
During this presentation, I will discuss the reasons why source
evaluation remains one of the most problematic areas for
students, keying in how our current approach may be
insufficient for helping students analyze more complex
concepts, specifically bias. Finally, I will draw on research
from media scholars and journalists to provide a framework
from which librarians and faculty can more effectively teach
students how to evaluate the problem of information biases.

STUDENTS AND THE PROBLEM OF BIAS:
GOOGLE, INFORMATION LITERACY, AND
UNDERGRADUATES’ INFORMATION-SEEKING
BEHAVIOR
Recent studies examining the ways in which students
evaluate sources reveal that undergraduates prioritize criteria
that have little bearing on the reliability and usefulness of the
sources they select for academic research, library-based or
otherwise (Burton and Chadwick, 2000, pp. 321-323; McClure
and Clink, 2009, pp. 126-129; Radia and Stapleton, 2009, pp.
153-155; Twait, 2005, pp. 569-572). According to Burton and
Chadwick (2000), students value sources for their accessibility.
They note that in a survey they conducted, most students listed
“easy to understand,” “easy to find,” and “availability” as the

top three criteria used to select Internet sources and as three of
the top five criteria used for selecting library materials (pp. 321323). While other studies demonstrate that students have
decent command over some criteria, such as a source’s
timeliness and credibility, they struggle with more complex
concepts, particularly authority and bias. According to
McClure and Clink (2009), “Most students do not indicate a
concern for considering bias, and others simply do not appear
to understand the concept, though it was an explicit focus in the
library session that students participated in as part of this study”
(p. 128). They go on to conclude that “more instruction on bias
is needed, since it seems that it’s the most difficult element for
teachers to instruct and the most difficult for students to
identify” (p. 129).
Why do students struggle so mightily with the notion
bias? The reasons are complex and layered, but identifiable and
comprehensible. Most students have come of age in a media
environment that purveys specious ideas about the overall
accessibility and quality of information. As has oft been stated,
the emergence of digital technologies and the Internet as a
medium for creating and disseminating has revolutionized the
knowledge production environment. Private corporations, who
have designed and own many of the most popular online search
engines, boldly insist that their products have the capacity to
make the entire world of information available to the public
(Jeanneney, 2007, pp. 67-73; Stross, 2008, pp.
1-4;
Vaidhyanathan, 2011, pp. 58 -76). Thus, many students assume
that products like Google will accomplish much of the work of
sorting and evaluating information for them. However, their
heavy reliance on online search engines and common web
sources restricts their understanding of those products’
limitations. As many critics have suggested, while such
innovations have made more prolific the production of certain
kinds of information, in reality, only a tiny sliver of what is
often the lowest and most suspect forms of information is
readily accessible. As a result, students rely on substandard
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sources, resulting in what one scholar calls “information
obesity” (Whitworth, 2011, pp. 188-189). This steady diet of
bad information “calories” leads to ineffective search strategies
and poor final products as students incorrectly assume that they
can discover any information they need online.
The fact that the most dominant corporations within
the industry rely on narratives that obscure rather than
illuminate the need to critically evaluate sources has had even
more detrimental effects on students’ research habits. Private
companies such as Wikipedia and Google consistently
perpetuate the questionable claim that their products can make
the most complete and objective forms of information
accessible to the public. Perhaps the most damaging effect of
these narratives is that they leave students with the impression
that certain sources can effectively serve as a single solution to
their information need and reduces the entire research process
to its most simplistic form, namely the acquisitions of objective
facts. Despite these claims, many information scholars continue
to demonstrate the ways in which many of these products fail
to live up to their billing (Segev, 2010, pp. 16-20). For
example, Safia Noble’s (2012) excellent work on race, gender
and Google reveals that search engines tend to provide access
to websites that reinforce negative stereotypes of young, nonwhite women when one uses them to try to find sources that
examine the experiences of “black girls” or “Latinas” (pp. 4041). Far from being unbiased or even accurate, Google presents
researchers with results that sustain and reproduce discourses
that subjugate, exploit, and oppress women of color.
Consequentially, students who rely on it alone, run the risk of
using suspect information in careless, problematic ways.
However, it would be unfair to lay the entire blame for
students’ inability to carefully evaluate sources at the feet of
multi-billion dollar corporations. After all, librarians have
devoted substantial time and energy to helping students
evaluate information. As mentioned earlier, these efforts have
enjoyed only limited success as many studies have revealed that
students fail to use the methods library instructors introduce
when selecting sources for course-related assignments. Such
findings beg the question: why have these efforts fallen flat?
One possible factor stems from the way in which the guiding
documents of the library profession, especially the ACRL
Standards for Information Literacy (2000), implicitly reinforce
false assumptions about the best methods for finding reliable
information and data, especially in relation to the notion of
objectivity. The Standards, for example, state that students
should be able to examine and compare "information from
various sources in order to evaluate reliability, validity,
accuracy, authority, timeliness, and point of view of bias," but
provides little guidance as to how students might identify bias
or which forms of bias may be more or less acceptable when
considering different research contexts. Left to their own
devices, students often interpret such statements to mean that
their sources must be free of opinion and perspective or
perceive sources that conflict with their personal beliefs to be
biased.
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More significantly, many librarians depend on
teaching strategies and tools that either neglect or exacerbate
these problems. While some of the most commonplace
instructional tools have help librarians teach students simple,
easy-to-use criteria for determining whether a source is reliable,
these tools often provide only a surface level understanding of
the complexities of bias. Popular handouts such as CRAAP and
RAIL, for example, ask students to consider whether a source
seems biased or acknowledges multiple viewpoints, but miss
the opportunity to provide students with a robust framework for
analyzing and critiquing the role of bias within a particular
topic. Instead, students are instructed to rely on their own
perceptions of bias or ability to answer problematic questions,
like is the source opinion-based or fact-based. While such
approaches may help students distinguish between scholarly
and non-scholarly sources, they fall short of helping students
develop the more sophisticated conception of bias they need to
fully engage sources. Another notable limitation of these
methods is that they are built around what critics refer to as the
checklist approach to evaluating information. The checklist
approach encourages students to check off boxes if a source
possesses certain characteristics, such as appearing in a peerreviewed publication or being hosted on a website with a
domain name ending in “.edu” or “.gov.” By teaching students
to use basic criteria to determine if a source is reliable or
credible, instructional librarians might be working at cross
purposes.
On the surface, teaching students to value objective
sources over biased ones may seem innocuous, but in many
ways, the idea of objectivity itself can prevent students from
developing the critical lens they need to carefully assess the vast
array of sources they are likely to encounter. As media critics
and cultural theorists have long argued, claims of objectivity by
information producers obscure power relations that undergird
the production, dissemination, and consumption of knowledge.
Because the notion of objectivity flattens and makes static what
in reality is an increasingly dynamic, complex, and deeply
contested information terrain, students see the research process
in equally flat ways, viewing as most objective and appropriate
those sources that rest on white, patriarchal, corporate
perspectives. Feminist scholars have been particularly critical
of the notion of objectivity of this note, emphasizing that the
concept renders invisible the gendered nature of authority and
reliability in ways that further marginalize the voices of women,
non-whites, and members of the underclass. More problematic
is the fact that students usually lack the ability to distinguish
their own biases from the biases that may be present within any
given source. As much of the existing literature on media bias
suggests, individuals will interpret sources as unfairly biased if
they contradict strongly held positions or beliefs (Gunther,
1992, pp. 161-162; Lord, Ross, and Lepper, 1979, pp. 2105-08).
In effect, individuals tend to conflate their own biases with the
level of bias in a source. Consequentially, asking students to
determine whether they think a source is biased or not will
likely remain insufficient.
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MORE THAN “OBJECTIVITY”: USING A MEDIA
LITERACY FRAMEWORK TO TEACH SOURCE
EVALUATION
As some scholars have argued, shifting information
literacy instruction from the “skills-based” approach that has
traditionally defined the field to an approach that is more firmly
rooted in “critical-literacy” can help students evaluate sources
in more sophisticated and meaningful ways. Critical literacy
stresses the importance of developing a heightened
consciousness around the political, social, and economic
foundations of information production and exchange, could
help us better address the struggles that students face (Accardi,
Drabinski, Kumbier, 2010, pp.1-5). By beginning to grasp the
politics and power structures that influence information
production, students could become more capable of evaluating
sources in ways that will not only enhance their academic work
but also provide them with a stronger foundation for becoming
and remaining life-long learners. Still, given the numerous
challenges that instructional librarians face, how can we expect
to usher these changes into our programs and campuses? How
can we address these issues given our limited time with students
in the classroom and our limited influence over the content and
structure of student research assignments?
One potentially valuable approach would be for
information literacy instructors to look at the solutions
journalists, communication scholars, and media literacy experts
have proposed. As one recent study demonstrates, individuals
who experience some level of media literacy instruction have a
greater appreciation for and critical understanding of the role of
bias in the news (Vraga, Tully, and Rojas, 2009, pp. 77–79). It
stands to reason that information literacy instructors would
benefit from drawing on some of this work. For instance, in her
accessible and excellent graphic novel, The Influencing
Machine, prominent journalist Brooke Gladstone (2011)
provides what may be an improved method for teaching
students to critically consider the problem of information bias
(pp. 63-70). Noting that some media critics have relied on an
overly simplified understanding of objectivity that treats the
presentation of facts without reference to emotion or the firstperson as the primary marker of quality, Gladstone (2011)
contends that a more open and transparent discussion of the
types of bias that pervade newspapers and other sources would
help individuals better evaluate the purpose and value of the
sources of information they encounter (p. 102). She outlines
six kinds of bias that individuals need an awareness of. They
include:
•

Commercial: Privileging what sells over other stories
or perspectives

•

Bad News: Effort to make the world or crises worse
or more dangerous

•

Status Quo: Unwillingness to challenge conventional
thinking or dominant perspectives

•

Access:
Unwillingness to
information/evidence is gathered

•

Visual: Information that is visually appealing is more
likely to be noticed

•

Narrative: Making information/data appear more
conclusive that it actually is.

identify

how

While Gladstone’s categories might seem applicable
only to the news industry, the framework she introduces offers
an excellent basis from which librarians and faculty can craft
learning experiences that would allow students to examine,
rather than evade, the function of bias in various sources. Using
the above framework would not only help students distinguish
between different formats for information but would also make
clearer to them the crucial differences in the scope, purpose, and
value for different information. By adapting the language
Gladstone uses, librarians could help create new learning
opportunities in which students would actively consider how
bias operates within certain contexts and how those biases
might affect the formation of new knowledge. Such an
approach would be particularly valuable for students as it would
allow them to engage sources more fully and use them more
effectively in their writing and communication, particularly
sources related to more controversial topics. For instance,
introducing students to the concept of “visual bias” or
“commercial bias” might help students make more informed
decisions about whether a popular or scholarly source suits their
particular need. Rather than passively following the rules and
guidelines handed down to them by their teachers, students
would be put in the position of having to understand the reasons
why some sources are more valuable for specific tasks. This
type of framework could also enable students to more critically
evaluate sources from within, rather than between the more
broad categories of information. For instance, both the “status
quo bias” and “the narrative bias” could help students more
carefully analyze the contributions that works from individual
scholars have had on an existing body of knowledge or
scholarly discourse.
Drawing on this language to teach students to evaluate
bias more effectively would also create new spaces for
librarians to collaborate with faculty to develop new lessons and
assignments that help students understand how scholars from
specific disciplines treat the problem of bias in their research.
For example, historians that explore the field of labor history
rarely have the luxury of using sources that would be
considered objective in their purpose or analysis, a reality that
applies to both primary and secondary literature in that field.
While historical methodologies certainly call for a high level of
rigor, balance, and transparency, being an effective historian
often requires asking questions and presenting interpretations
of the past that challenge conventional, yet emotionallycharged narratives. By asking students to understand bias as an
essential component of information production and
consumption, librarians can help them develop a more critical
eye, enabling students to more effectively learn from and
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contribute to both scholarly and popular conversations related
to their discipline.

CONCLUSION
The ability to evaluate sources critically remains
elusive for many undergraduates. Growing up with online
search engines and the pervasive, yet misleading rhetoric of
private tech corporations, many students have grown
accustomed to the idea that existing technologies can solve
most of their information needs. At the same time, librarians
and college instructors have relied on approaches and
techniques that, while allowing students to quickly identify
broad categories of sources they need, could do much more to
foster learning that promotes a critical awareness of the
problems associated with bias. Hopefully, the solutions
outlined in the presentation provide an initial, if small step in
the right direction.
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